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        Love intricate mysteries with a little humor and a fun cast of characters? Then you’ll love my free offer at the end of this box set! So don’t forget to check that out when you get to the end. Happy reading!

      

      

      The first time Vivian walked into the House of Colston, she was intimidated by the scent of roses. Vases of tea roses in mauve, red, and white sat on small tables neatly laid out with women’s accessories. Their sweet scent filled the velvet room with its tall, frosted windows with an impenetrable mist. She pressed her hands to her forehead.

      Her grandmother put her arm around her shoulders. “Come, darling.” She said in a commanding tone, “Who is the proprietor of this establishment?”

      A woman stepped forward. “I am, madame.”

      “May we open a window, please?”

      Vivian felt her intimidation worsen as she looked at the lady whose countenance was as haughty as her mother’s.

      “Madame, that isn’t possible. The dust —”

      “My granddaughter is about to be one of your best clients.” Grandmother spoke with even more dignity. “I suppose you can open one window for her.”

      “Yes, madame.” The woman obliged by sliding open a sliver the window furthest from the street.

      “Oh, surely, you can do better than that.”

      Vivian could almost sense Grandmother’s satisfaction as the woman opened the window further, frowning all the while.

      “Market Street isn’t very busy just now,” Vivian chimed in. “I suppose the horses won’t kick up too much mud on your lovely curtains.”

      “You are right, mademoiselle.” She bowed. “Shall I bring you a glass of water?” She sounded less haughty.

      “If I could only sit down —” Vivian dropped into one of the stuffed chairs.

      “Certainly, mademoiselle,” said Mrs. Colston. “I would be more than happy to help you when you’ve recovered.”

      “We’re waiting for someone,” said Grandmother. Although she wasn’t very tall, she stood with the dignity inbred in her since her own debutante days.

      “Certainly, madame.” The woman bowed.

      “In the meantime, we’ll take a look at that rack,” Grandmother pointed to the corner with her parasol.

      “But madame!” The woman looked slightly horrified. “Those are last year’s models. I keep them as samples only.”

      “Then we shall see your samples.” Grandmother waved her off with an elegant flap of her gloved hand.

      “Yes, madame.” The woman withdrew behind an embossed door, again with the deep frown.

      Vivian, now feeling more herself, joined her grandmother at the wooden rack  heavily weighed down by bejeweled and embossed gowns. She idly flipped through muted purple and orange, blue and yellow, and gold and cream. She could envision herself standing at the doorway of the Alderdice Hall ballroom receiving guests for her coming out ball, her shoulders and waist weighed down by such a dazzling gown, looking more triumphant than happy.

      “I suppose I’ll need to make a show of myself,” she mumbled.

      “What, darling?” Grandmother glanced at her.

      “I was thinking of the ball,” she said. “Must I make a show of myself?”

      Her grandmother looked amused. “A debutante usually does at her own coming out.”

      “But everyone there knows me,” she protested. “They’ve known me since I was a child.”

      “Exactly,” Grandmother said. “When you were a child. You’re almost a lady now, Vivian. And being a lady changes one.” There was a wistful look in her usually sparkling eyes.

      “I don’t think it will change me,” Vivian said.

      Her grandmother looked grave “It will, darling. It always does”

      “Why?” Vivian asked.

      “A lady has expectations,” she said.

      Vivian looked away. “I’m not afraid of that. Mother’s made my expectations clear since the day I was born!”

      “Yes, I suppose she has,” said her grandmother. She was holding up a dress of brilliant green silk with delicate lace inlay.

      Mrs. Colston, who had been lingering nearby with her hands behind her back, said, “That’s the emerald dress, madame. Jewel shades are still the rage.” She sounded hopeful.

      “I’ve always loved this shade of green,” said Grandmother.

      Vivian stared at her. “You never wear it.”

      Her grandmother smiled ruefully and let the dress fall from her hands, swinging on the hanger. “No, perhaps I don’t.”

      “You should, Grandmother.” Vivian took her arm. “It would make you look divine. But you always do. Never a hair out of place.”

      “Never a hair out of place,” Grandmother murmured. Then, in a distressed tone, she added, “But it wasn’t always like that! It wasn’t always like that!”

      Vivian felt the alarm ringing in her bones. Lately it seemed Grandmother had shifts from the calm and collected person she knew to a bird flapping around in a cage,  trying to get out.

      “We have silk emerald this year,” Mrs. Colston prompted.

      “Green is the color of the forest. It’s wild, free, and always growing.” Grandmother’s eyes were misty. “A young man said that to me once.”

      “If madame would like to make an appointment for the young lady’s fitting —”

      Just then, the door slid open and Larissa walked in. Vivian observed her mother’s swan-like grace as if she had been taught to cultivate decorum over kindness. And, indeed, Larissa could be stern and even cruel at times.

      But it was clear Mrs. Colston was impressed by her regal appearance, as she glanced behind her at the two assistants lingering near the mirrors as if warning them to be on their best behavior.

      Larissa peeled off her gloves and placed her parasol carefully on the stand. “I’m sorry I’m late, Mother,” she said to Grandmother. “Father had some errands for me to do.”

      “And his errands always come first,” Vivian mumbled, “even before his own granddaughter’s debutante ball gown.”

      “You’ve become altogether too impertinent lately, Vivian,” Larissa snapped, settling on a couch.

      “When one is a lady, Mother, one may say what she likes.” Vivian sniffed.

      “Only if she can get away with it, darling,” Grandmother murmured, and they both laughed.

      But Larissa found it less than amusing. “This is serious, Vivian. I expect you to help me instruct her, Mother.” She gave her mother a wary look.

      This seemed to return Grandmother to her less vivid self, and she slowly lowered herself in a chair.

      Larissa looked at Mrs. Colston. “I made an appointment for a fitting for my daughter, Vivian. I’m Larissa Alderdice.”

      “But of course, madame!” The woman looked pleased. “We are honored by your patronage. I have the models all ready.”

      Vivian glanced at the wooden rack with the emerald dress still swinging on the hanger.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Larissa said. The two shop assistants, who had come forward at their employer’s summons, back away. “We only want to see a pink dress. Rose-colored, to be more exact.”

      “Mother, you can be serious!” Vivian stared at her.

      “It will wash her out, Larissa,” Grandmother said softly. “Pink on a strawberry blond.”

      “Rose-colored,” Larissa repeated, her voice certain.

      Vivian’s stomach grew tight. “I don’t want to make a show of myself, but I don’t want to be invisible either.”

      “Remember what I told you last week, dear,” said her mother. “Alderdice women always wear rose at their coming out.”

      “I think she ought to be able to choose the color, Larissa,” Grandmother’s voice rose. “It is her dress, after all.”

      “It’s the family tradition, Mother.” Larissa eyed Vivian. “You’ve seen that portrait of your grandmother, haven’t you?”

      Vivian thought of the picture hanging in the upstairs parlor of Alderdice Hall.

      “Oh, but that was a different time,” Grandmother’s voice fluttered. “Girls were expected — well, we didn’t argue over such things.”

      “And neither will Vivian,” said Larissa. “She will do as she’s told.”

      Vivian felt ill. “I think the green would suit me better.”

      “Green would look vulgar,” Larissa snapped. “I can’t imagine what gave you such an idea. Or whom.”

      Her eyes slid in the general direction of where Grandmother stood. Vivian watched as Grandmother placed a pince-nez to her eyes and pretended to examine a pair of gloves on the table next to her. But she could see tears gathering in the corners of the older woman’s now dulled eyes.

      “Am I’m to disappear into the bright lights and white marble on the most important day of my life?” Vivian tried to steady her voice.Larissa put her hand on her shoulder. “You’ll get plenty of attention after the ball, dear, believe me. Come now.” She smiled. “Your grandmother wore rose and so did I. Your grandfather will expect it.”

      “Yes.” Grandmother’s voice was barely audible. “He’ll expect it. He likes ladies in pink.”

      It was as if she were a gas lamp that had been burning its crystal light for years but was now nothing but a milky shadow. Remembering the vibrance of the woman in the portrait that was Penelope Alderdice, the tears came to Vivian’s eyes.
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      Her mother was right. Attention turned on Vivian after her debutant ball, more than she could stand. The parties, picnics, boating excursions, and theater openings molded together like clay into one shapeless form of faces she couldn’t remember and conversations that meant nothing. That first year, she fell into bed every night, or sometimes in the early morning, longing for the quiet life she had had of books, walks, and meaningful chats with her grandmother before she had put on that awful rose-colored ball gown.

      Although Grandmother remained a shadowy figure throughout while Larissa and Grandfather took over, it was her grandmother who saved her from the whirlwind of  forgotten faces and empty conversations when she died in the summer of 1892.

      Vivian read her obituary in the paper at breakfast:

      Penelope Alderdice (ne Carlyle).

      -On the 17th of October 1892, Penelope, wife of shipping magnate Malcolm Alderdice, died peacefully at the age of 59 in her home on Nob Hill. Mrs. Alderdice was a celebrated socialite and benevolent lady and will be greatly missed in this city. She will be buried on the 19th at Mountain View Cemetery in Oakland. Services will be conducted by Reverend Robert Norris and take place at the Alderdice Hall chapel. Attendance is invitation only. Mrs. Alderdice is survived by her husband, daughter, and two grandchildren.

      “Pure dignity, composure, ease,

      Declare affections nobly fix’d,

      And impulse sprung from due degrees

      Of sense and spirit sweetly mix’d;”

      Jake's face went limp as he laid down the paper and stared down at his lap in silence. Vivian knew he was trying to fight back tears. His youth and his devotion to their grandmother made him vulnerable to the grief their mother and grandfather successfully suppressed under the heavy layer of Alderdice dignity and pride.

      “I wish you hadn’t, Mother,” she said softly.

      Larissa looked up from the letter in her hand. "Hadn't what?"

      “Given the papers that quote." She pushed back the warm plate of eggs. “It sounds so disingenuous.”

      Her mother looked alarmed. “It was your grandmother’s favorite poem.”

      “It’s Grandfather’s favorite poem,” Jake said quietly.

      Grandfather's head shot up. “Angel, my angel, angel in the house!”

      “Yes, Father, she was an angel,” said Larissa. “I see Doreen burned the toast again this morning.” She pulled the bell cord.

      “Why must the service take place in the chapel?”

      “Your grandmother would have wished it,” said Larissa.

      Her brother gave her a sly look. “No, she wouldn’t.”

      “That’s enough, Jacob!”

      “Grandmother believed it was haunted,”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Larissa snapped “There are no ghosts in this house.”

      “I didn’t say it was haunted with ghosts, Mother,” he said. “It was built on sacrilegious ground.”

      Vivian stared at him. “How do you know?”

      “He’s only trying to frighten us,” her mother assured.

      Ignoring her, Vivian asked, “Who told you about the chapel, Jake?”

      “Grandmother. Before she died.”

      Larissa sighed. “Your grandmother said things toward the end. That’s why I couldn’t let you see her often. She was — well, not exactly in her right mind.”

      “She was always in her right mind!” Jake snarled.

      Her mother picked up the letter opener without answering.

      “What do you mean, it was built on sacrilegious ground?” Vivian asked.

      “The architect went outside for a smoke one night, and the face of a vixen appeared on the ground as he was lighting his cigar.”

      “Nonsense,” said Larissa. “Children were playing nearby and drew pictures in the dirt. Isn’t that so, Father?”

      “Pests, all of them, run, run, run!” Grandfather growled.

      “I don’t think he knows what we’re talking about,” Vivian said.

      “The picture wasn’t there when he went out, Mother,” Jake ventured. “It appeared with the light of his match.”

      “Finish your breakfast, Jacob. And stop telling wicked tales.”

      This seething command prompted him to pick up the fork, but he he put it down again after a few bites.

      Grandfather’s daze disappeared just as quickly as it had come, and Vivian heard him take a deep breath, a sign he was about to make a speech. “Damned superstitious, that man, but your grandmother believed him. She thought the chapel would take care of the bad omen. What nonsense! Did it for her, though. That dome and those windows cost a fortune, but, by God, she wanted it and she got it!” His chest heaved out. “I always gave her everything she wanted.”

      “Of course you did,” Larissa said with a soft smile.

      The affirmation snatched away his moment of clarity, and his face was once more a mask of confusion. There was no more conversation during the rest of the meal.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, after her mother returned from the undertakers, she and Vivian retreated to the study to answer more condolences. The weight of melancholy returned as Vivian sat on the couch with telegrams and notes spread around her. Grandfather wandered in and, although Larissa spoke to him, he seemed not to hear her. He stared at the drawn curtains shadowing the pleasant peach and white hues.

      She and her mother went on with their work with only the scraping of unfolding paper and the scrape of the fountain pen echoing in the quiet room with an occasional cough from Grandfather.

      “The Taylors wrote us a very nice note, Father.” Larissa held up a card.

      “Yes, what?” He gaped at her.

      “The Taylors, darling.” Her mother’s voice rose a few notches. “We were just talking about them last night. Do you want me to order you some coffee?”

      His fingers gathered as if he were holding a cup and saucer in his hands,  his eyes narrowing. Larissa reached for the bell cord.

      “I don't think we should tell people the chapel is haunted,” Vivian remarked as she tore open another envelope. "The Washington blue bloods are as superstitious as anybody.”

      “There is nothing to tell because it's not haunted,” her mother insisted.

      “Vixen in the dust, vixen in the dust,” Grandfather threw his head back as if he were going to laugh. But no sound came out.

      “Perhaps Grandmother had the chapel built to protect us from bad omens," Vivian said.

      Her mother was no longer listening. She was reading a note, and her face, previously impassive with the business of correspondence, grew pallid.

      “What is it?” Vivian peered at her.

      She threw the note on the table. “What impertinence! What gall!”

      The paper was as rough and plain as the envelope. There was no family emblem and no heading. The writing was neither light-handed nor curvy like other condolences Vivian had been reading. “It isn’t from one of our friends, is it?”

      “Certainly not!”

      “Who is it from, then?”

      “See for yourself.” Larissa reached for the coffee pot Basset had brought in.

      Vivian read:

      Dear Mrs. Alderdice,

      You don’t know me though I feel as if you ought to. I was your mother’s friend here in Waxwood. Indeed, oh, indeed, our fathers grew up together. Your mother and I were debutantes together, and Grace even gave me a picture for my 20th birthday, oh, it was very sweet and a little forlorn — but no matter.

      I cannot express how heartbroken I was when I heard she was dead. Oh, how one forgets the years of one’s youth, yes, one forgets. Or one puts them away like locks of hair from a beloved one knows will never return.

      What must you think of me! I go off here and there now that I am old. My daughter Ruthie, she has such patience with me. Waxwood is the sort of place where one may lose one’s measure. One may even lose oneself in an adventure! Grace certainly did. But she was never really lost, was she, for she had me and Mama and Papa and Loretta and oh, so many of us who loved her. No, indeed, she was not lost. She was only misplaced. Or is that losing oneself as well? Well, no matter.

      I read the funeral is invitation only, but you will allow us to come to the funeral, I'm sure. Grace and I were such good friends. Surely, a fine lady such as yourself would not deny an old woman who goes off now and then that last sanction.

      Remind me to your father.

      
        
        Bertha Ross

      

      

      “An odd letter,” Vivian murmured.

      “Odd is putting it mildly, dear. It’s a crank, a hoax of some sort.” Larissa slid the sugar bowl back on the tray. “One is apt to encounter such people when there is a death in the family.”

      “You don’t know who she is, then?”

      Her mother leaned sideways a little so her ankles peered out from under the skirt of her dress. They were well covered, but their angularity strained the leather casing of the shoes she wore. Vivian recognized the sign. Her mother was trying to reestablish her equilibrium. “I’ve never heard the name before.”

      “Grandfather?” Vivian peered at him.

      “Leave him alone!” The order cut into the darkened room.

      “Why does she call Grandmother ‘Grace’?” she asked.

      “Because she’s mad,” her mother insisted.

      “No,” Vivian said. “No, I believe she’s sincere.” She placed the note on the table.

      Larissa grimaced. “Fools are always sincere.”

      “Where is Waxwood?”

      “Stop asking so many questions, Vivian.” Her mother reached for her fountain pen. “We can’t have her coming to the funeral.”

      “Bad luck, bad luck,” Grandfather murmured.

      “It certainly is, Father,” Larissa said. “Bad luck to have a madwoman at a funeral.”

      Vivian eyed her. “Superstition can't touch the Alderdices, remember?”

      “Please, dear.” Larissa’s steady tone held a cutting edge.

      Vivian watched as her mother leaned forward and scribbled a brief note. She pulled the bell cord. When Basset appeared, she thrust it at him. “Please send someone to deliver this as soon as possible.”

      “No reply, ma’am?”

      “No reply.”

      When he was gone, Vivian said, “You’re in rather a hurry to answer her, aren’t you, Mother?”

      “The funeral is tomorrow.” Larissa gathered the rest of the envelopes. “She must not come.”

      Vivian felt her pulse rise. “It’s rather cruel of you to refuse this poor woman the right to pay her last respects.”

      “I told you, dear, it’s all a hoax. A terrible hoax!”

      Vivian had never seen her mother so nervous. Her forehead was damp, and her shoulders looked as if they had frozen into a shrug. “What harm could there be in her coming?” she asked.

      “Bad luck, bad luck!” Grandfather was off again, his hand in sword position.

      “Don’t upset yourself, Father,” said Larissa.

      “Perhaps it would be bad luck,” Vivian said. “But not because she's a madwoman or a fool.”

      Her mother rose. “See that you finish your duties, Vivian.” She placed the rest of the unopened envelopes on the couch. “And send for Basset to see to your grandfather, will you, dear? I believe he’s quite tired.”

      When Larissa had left the room, Vivian looked at him. “Do you know who Bertha Ross is, Grandfather?”

      He had gone bewildered again, but Vivian saw his eyes were alert.

      Her mother had left Bertha Ross’ note lying on the table. Vivian placed it back in its envelope, folded it, and slipped it up her sleeve.
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      Vivian sat at the end of the family pew. Her skin crawled underneath the heavy taffeta as Washington Street’s blue bloods filed in, their eyes falling on the family with a mixture of curiosity and regret. The chapel was immaculate, and the stained glass windows so polished one would have thought they held services there every Sunday. She avoided looking at the casket with its embellished lid, grateful her mother had not insisted it be open during the service.

      Larissa sat beside her completely wrapped in black silk crepe, every recognizable feature of her face and figure carefully concealed. The grenadine veil her mother had chosen draped over her head down to her breast so nothing was visible to anyone standing even a little distance away from her. Vivian knew the veil did not conceal melancholy or emotional overwhelm, but a determined hardness. Each angular feature was molded and impassive so as to resemble a black phantom.

      Next to her mother sat Jake and then Grandfather. Though he had no veil to hide behind, every part of her grandfather solidified and guarded him from judgment. Vivian wondered of whose judgment he was most afraid — God’s or the Washington Street blue bloods.

      A whispering rain rolled steadily down the windows. Vivian glanced out, watching droplets pool into the etchings of angels and birds, making them look as if they were weeping. Grandmother had always loved the way the angels merged into the birds and the birds embraced the angels. “Heaven must be a contented place if angels and birds may entwine,” she had said. The sight of them touched Vivian so deeply she had to bite her lip to keep tears from washing over her face.

      Her mother leaned over and said in a low voice, “Control yourself, dear.”

      Vivian choked out, “The entire neighborhood is here but no one is weeping.”

      “One needn’t shed tears to feel remorse or even sadness,” Larissa pointed out.

      “It’s all so refined, isn’t it?” Vivian let out a gasp. “Behold the pillars of Far Western society. I read that in the Chronicle once,”

      “So we are, dear, so we are.” Her mother pulled her veil closer to her face.

      “They aren’t here to mourn.” Vivian’s voice shook. “They came to see and be seen.”

      “Don’t be rude, Vivian.”

      “Remember when Mr. Harvey’s mother died?” Vivian asked. “The Harveys invited the Sun and the Chronicle to the cemetery!”

      “We are not the Harveys.” Larissa’s voice cut like a razor blade.

      “Oh, heavens, no. We’re much more dignified,” Vivian sniffed. “We’re practically royalty.”

      Several ladies from the Washington Street Benevolent Society made their way down the aisle, nodding at Larissa in a pensive way. They were all decked out in the season’s best fashion, though the dark colors befitted the occasion.

      “They might just as well be attending a garden party,” Vivian muttered.

      “Remember,” her mother whispered, “they’re our friends.”

      Vivian stared at the veiled head. “I almost believe you approve.”

      Larissa took her hand and pressed it hard. “They’re here and that’s what’s important.” Vivian could almost feel the smirk behind the black grenadine.

      “I see,” she said slowly. “Fashionable mourning is better than no mourning, is that it?”

      Her mother silenced her as Reverend Norris approached the pulpit. Just as the general shuffling died down, the chapel doors opened and a stout woman appeared crowned in sunlight. Heads turned and pews creaked as people craned their necks to see who dared arrive late.  As the woman moved out of the glare, Vivian saw she was not stout but looked it only because she sat in a wheelchair. A tall, slim woman about Larissa’s age stood behind her.

      “Who on earth is that?” Vivian looked at her mother.

      Larissa did not answer, peeking through the veil and narrowing her eyes to get a better look.

      The reverend ceased leafing through his Bible and looked at her mother. All heads were turned to the front of the chapel now.

      Larissa rose and went down the side aisle with Vivian at her heels.

      “The daughter!” the woman exclaimed. “Oh, you don’t look like your mother at all.”

      Larissa stepped toward the open doors. “I’m sorry, but this is a private service.”

      The younger woman regarded her with a severe look. “Your mother was Penelope Alderdice, wasn’t she?”

      “Yes.”

      “We came to mourn,” she said. “If you’ll kindly show us where we may take our places —”

      “This is a private service,” Larissa repeated.

      The elderly woman chirped, “We’ve come all the way from Waxwood.”

      Vivian’s heart raced as she thought of the desk drawer where she had hidden the letter from the day before. “Mother,” she whispered, “I believe this is Bertha Ross.”

      Her mother stiffened, but her tone was calm. “I made myself clear when I answered your note yesterday, Mrs. Ross.”

      “Oh, but you didn’t mean it, you couldn’t have meant it, no, indeed!”

      Larissa’s voice dropped. “I would be most obliged if you would leave.”

      Vivian grabbed her arm. “Mother, it’s a sin to turn mourners away!”

      She had spoken too loudly. More heads turned, and low murmurings rang through the chapel. A voice in the back exclaimed, “I don’t care who they are! Larissa oughtn’t to turn them away if they came to pay their respects.” Others hissed in agreement.

      He mother stepped forward, her skirt swinging wide to reveal the ankle. “Come this way.” She led them to an empty pew in the last row. The younger woman wheeled her mother into the aisle and sat down, her hands folded in her lap.

      Vivian could not see her mother’s face hidden in the heavy veil, but she could feel rage vibrating from her as she walked like a soldier. Grandfather stared ahead, his forehead peaked with annoyance. Jake’s eyes, widened like a wondering child as he leaned back to catch a glimpse of the two newcomers. Grandfather clamped his hand on his shoulder, and his attention returned to the pulpit.

      “Intruders!” Grandfather hissed as she and her mother sat down.

      “Don’t upset yourself, Father.” Larissa picked up her Bible.

      Vivian glanced at the corner of the chapel, thinking Bertha Ross and her daughter had more right to be there than the Nob Hill aristocrats who filled the pews more with their curiosity than their grief.

      There was a brief silence as the reverend cleared his throat. Vivian’s eyes stung with tears, and she slipped her hand under her own veil to wipe them away. Her gaze went to Bertha Ross. She noticed the woman’s dark blue muslin and the dainty lace collar  lopsided around her neck, as if she had sewn it on herself. Mrs. Ross did not wear a veil, so her face looked bald with anguish. If Jake were to make a drawing of the woman now, he would title it “Woman in Proper Mourning.” The vacant stare and sagging figure belonged to one remembering an old friend. Despite what Larissa said the day before, Vivian felt sure Mrs. Ross had known her grandmother, perhaps known her well.

      Her eyes fell on the younger woman, no doubt the “Ruthie” of the letter. She sat upright, frozen with purpose in the same simple dress as her mother. It was clear she did not want to be there but had come out of duty or promise. And yet, her grave countenance embraced the occasion as if she had known Penelope Alderdice as intimately as her mother.

      The organ began a hymn and a cough escaped from the front pew. Grandfather always coughed to hide an unbridled moment of sorrow or pain escaping his towering figure. Mrs. Ross’ head snap, her gaze alert. The elderly woman’s startled eyes grew dim and narrow.

      Miss Ross was looking anxiously at her mother, and her hand reached out to the shawl draped over her shoulders as if to adjust it. But then they went back into her lap without having touched the coarse fabric.

      Vivian leaned forward with a mad urge to approach the Rosses. She felt a pinch on her arm, the smarting touch of her mother’s admonition. Vivian relaxed and began counting fingers. It was a habit she had come by as a child, counting the fingers of one hand up and down and then the other. Thumb one, two, three on down, then back up again like a pianist practicing scales.

      Reverend Norris had reached one of his screeching peaks. “Penelope Alderdice had great tolerance and angelic patience. God saw fit to make her the silent and graceful partner of one of our city’s great industrialists.”

      Every gaze fell upon her grandfather. His lips curved with a satisfied smile. His arms tensed, and Vivian thought for a horrifying moment he was going to rise and take a bow.

      “In the words of Mr. Patmore, ‘Her disposition is devout/Her countenance angelic’—”

      A small cry came from the back of the chapel. Vivian’s hands dug into the wooden pew. Heads turned and the hollow silence filled with sniffing and murmur.

      “Why, she’s sobbing! Sobbing as if her heart were broken!”

      “Well, really, no self-control!”

      “Not from here, not one of us.”

      Mrs. Ross’ face was damp with tears and her figure shook with loud sobs. Vivian rose, gathering her skirt about her.

      “What are you doing?” her mother hissed.

      “I mean to help her.” Vivian took a step into the aisle, but Larissa grabbed her arm.

      “Don’t be a fool! We’re in the middle of service.”

      Jake placed his hand on top of his mother’s. “Mother, let her go.”

      “Keep silent!”

      He sank into his seat.

      “She’s the only one who really cares, Mother.” Vivian’s voice broke.

      “Please, dear, you’re making a scene.” Larissa’s eyes darted.

      “I don’t care!” Vivian’s voice rang through the chapel.

      A few ladies in the front row gasped. Her mother put  her arms around her. “Your compassion is touching, dear. Her daughter is taking care of her. You see?”

      Miss Ross was speaking to her mother in a low voice. Mrs. Ross seemed calmer, but gloom and despair showed on her face.

      The reverend continued, and Vivian heard Larissa murmur, “I hope that woman hasn’t unnerved Father.”

      Grandfather’s slanted blue eyes were vague and wide, looking at Reverend Norris as he expounded on Penelope Alderdice’s saintly qualities. Vivian thought he almost looked confused as to whom the reverend was referring. What a different man he was from the man he had been only a few weeks before!

      The service ended, and the general shuffle began. Vivian watched as people shook hands with their friends just as they did after every church service on Sundays. Her eyes tilted to the corner of the chapel. Mrs. Ross sat with her head buried in her hands.
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      They returned from the cemetery subdued, but when they entered the doors of Alderdice Hall, Larissa immediately went to work with the servants to arrange the upstairs parlor to receive mourners.

      The room was filled with mirrors, now all covered to prevent the reflection of the dead. Swathed on all sides by velvet and crepe, she feared she would disappear inside the folds. “Mother, it feels like a crypt in here.” She shivered.

      Larissa lifted her veil over her head. “Stop being so morbid, Vivian.”

      “That’s rather ironic, isn’t it?” Vivian’s tone was wary. “Since it’s a morbid occasion.”

      Larissa did not answer, but turned to Basset and the footmen to disburse instructions.

      Vivian fanned herself as discreetly as she could, trying to breath in the stifling room . She wondered whether her mother was afraid Grandmother’s soul would walk into a mirror and remain there, or her spirit would appear at a window, pointing a finger at her daughter, accusing her of—what? Grandmother had taken care to be pleasantly silent during her life. She would hardly hurl accusations in death. And yet, Larissa seemed afraid that this is exactly what she would do. But what accusations could Grandmother have against them now?

      The footmen dispatched to light the gaslights, candles, and candelabras, and as the room begin to absorb the light, Vivian noticed one picture had not been turned to the wall. The portrait of her grandmother painted soon after her coming out gazed down at her. Vivian had always loved it because the pale pink shades of her taffeta ball gown and pearls suited her so well. Her mother kept the portrait well-preserved, but in the milky light of the room, her grandmother’s face looked worn and dusty, the flushed cheeks and lips faded.

      Vivian wandered over to the painting and read the gold plaque on the frame: In mind and manners how discreet!/How artless in her very art. She recognized the same epitaph was on Grandmother’s gravestone. The woman in the picture languishing on the tête-à-tête which now stood in the corner of this very room in her rose-colored dress did indeed look like the epitome of discretion and artlessness.

      Grandfather sidled up beside her. For a moment, his dazed expression gave way to the crusty, stoic face she had known in childhood. His eyes fell upon her and the same bewilderment she had seen too often since her grandmother's death returned. “Patmore is the maker of veritable angels.” He pointed at the plaque.

      Her mother took Grandfather's arm. “Come, Father. Vivian, remember your duty to all, not a select few.”

      Vivian, feeling the dig for her earlier solicitation of the Rosses, saluted. “I shall do my duty as our docile clanswomen before me.”

      “Don’t be flippant,” her mother snapped just as a rustle of skirts sounded from the doorway hailed the Millers

      “Oh, it’s so unfortunate!” As if on cue, Beatrice and Emma produced black handkerchiefs in their clutched hands.

      “The cycle of life, they say,” Beatrice continued amidst a discomforting silence.

      “Penelope was always — always—” Emma heaved a sob.

      “—a kind and generous woman,” her mother finished.

      “I was going to say loyal and dependable,” Her daughter breathed. “Even with those most trying to her patience.” Her eyes slid at Grandfather.

      “Yes, yes,” Larissa murmured.

      “A kind soul,” Beatrice glanced at Vivian as if looking for affirmation.

      "A kind soul," Vivian mumbled.

      “We were all so grateful she came back,” Beatrice said with a sigh. “We weren’t sure she would, you know.”

      "Came back?" Vivian echoed.

      “We’ve brought out the Whistler sherry, dear.” Larissa placed her hand on Beatrice’s arm and guided her toward the waiting tray. “I know how much you adore it.”

      Grandfather’s eyes glazed over, and his stick thrust out at them as they passed, more  protective than threatening. Vivian’s eyes followed his to the two women helping themselves to sherry glasses. Beatrice’s words echoed through the stifling room: We were so grateful she came back. “I thought Grandmother disliked travel,” Vivian whispered.

      Larissa took her hand and pressed it hard. “People say the oddest things at funerals. Take no notice, dear.”

      She had no time to ask any more questions, as the mourners began to arrive. People took her hand, murmuring empty words of sorrow and regret. Vivian nodded and mumbled her thanks at their condolences for the angel in the house they had known. Not one of them had really known Grandmother behind the mask of social grace and propriety. They had no idea Grandmother had loathed traveling. Neither were they aware she had loved wild poppies, redwoods, and, for some inexplicable reason, fish.

      As the line dwindled, Bertha Ross and her daughter appeared. Up close, Vivian could see the woman’s face sagged with tears as she stared openly at Vivian, taking her hand. The leathery skin warmed Vivian's. “I knew your grandmother, yes, I knew her.”

      Larissa put her hand on Mrs. Ross’ shoulder. "I realize you came here in good faith, and I shall not object —”

      "Not in front of your friends, you mean,” Miss Ross mumbled.

      Larissa ignored this. “We have a very good sherry over there.” She nodded toward one of the tables.

      Vivian grasped the woman’s hand steadily in hers. “May I bring you a glass, Mrs. Ross?”

      “Oh, heavens, call me Bertha!” A small peal of laughter escaped the wide lips. “Grace always thought Bertha too old-fashioned. I suppose it is.”

      “Why do you call my grandmother ‘Grace’?”

      The woman blinked. “Why, she preferred it.”

      Larissa’s sharp eyes pointed like arrows. “My mother’s name is Penelope.”

      “Oh, but she changed it in Waxwood,” Bertha’s eyes grew damp. “We never knew why. I’d like to know why, yes, indeed, I’d like to know even now.” She gave Larissa the same open stare she had given Vivian. “Do you know why?”

      Vivian had never seen her mother’s so clammy and devout of its angular features. Larissa murmured, “Why did she have to come? I told her not to come.”

      Vivian grabbed the small, wrinkled claw. “Come, Bertha, I’ll get you a glass of sherry and you can tell me all about Grace.”

      “Vivian!”

      “Yes, yes, call me Bertha,” the woman lamented. “And my daughter is Ruth.”

      “You call me Vivian, won’t you?” She smiled at them both. “And my brother is Jake.”

      “Vivian.” Her mother’s threatening tone made her stomach turn.

      “Why, Mother,” she said. “You told me to do my duty. Jake and I will both do our duty, won’t we?” She looked at her brother, who had appeared next to her. Jake drew back from the elderly woman, his eyes intent on their mother.

      Larissa cleared her throat. “Jacob, I think your grandfather needs you.”

      He wavered for a moment. Without looking at Vivian, he went back to the room where Grandfather was standing near a crowd of people.

      A woman whom Vivian recognized as Mrs. Bilton, the leader of the Ladies Auxiliary, came forward. “Anything wrong, dear?” She peered at Larissa.

      “No, of course not.” Larissa tried to smile. “Vivian is so anxious to making everyone feel comfortable, she sometimes forgets herself.”

      “You’re such a kind-hearted creature, Vivian, just like your grandmother.” Mrs. Bilton nodded. “In times like these, we all need kindness.”

      The approval in the woman’s eyes was so bald, Vivian knew her mother would no longer protest, so she took firm hold of Bertha’s arm as Ruth wheeled her around.
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      Vivian led the Rosses to the tête-à-tête Grandmother had insisted they keep in the parlor more out of amusement than sentiment. She once told Vivian how she had sat on the tête-à-tête in her coming out days when young men came calling while Great-Grandmother stationed herself in a discreet but visible corner listening to her engaged in innocuous conversation with the gentleman. When Vivian asked if Grandfather was one of those young men, Grandmother murmured, “He had more daring ways.”

      “I haven’t had sherry in, oh, I don’t know how long!” Bertha said.

      Vivian handed both women a tiny glass and settled on the rug in front of Bertha. “I don’t think I ever heard Grandmother mention Waxwood when she spoke of her travels as a young woman.”

      “The little town by the little bay.” Bertha giggled. “Why, the trees aren’t even in the town!”

      “Trees?”

      “The wax wood trees! Mercy, child, it was so long ago.” The woman sighed. “Most of our fathers were fishermen at one time or another. I suppose Grace’s was too, though he left when he was a young man.”

      “When you say ‘our,’ who do you mean?”

      Jake suddenly appeared, his hands still woven behind his back. He glanced about with a nervous eye, and Vivian imagined he had barely escaped their grandfather’s stern watch.

      The woman gazed up at him with a smile. “What a lovely boy. You were Grace’s favorite, weren’t you?”

      “Please forgive Mama,” Ruth intervened. “She can be far too blunt at times.”

      “As a matter of fact, he was Grandmother’s favorite,” Vivian said. “How did you know?”

      “Oh, he reminded me of, well—” Her hands grasped the sherry, though she did not drink it. “You asked me something before. I’ve forgotten.”

      “Vivian asked who were the fishermen’s daughters, Mama,” her daughter prompted.

      “Why, yes. Grace, Laura, Mary, Patricia, Selma, and myself, of course. The Waxwood Belles.” She chuckled. “We may not have had big city fineries, but we never smelled of fish, no, never!”

      Vivian bit her lip to keep from smiling from showing to mourners gathered near them. Jake covered his mouth as if to cough, but she imagined he was hiding a smile too.

      Bertha did not miss this and burst out into pealing laughter. A small hush fell over the room as it did occasionally during solemn moments, so the laugh sounded like a scream. Vivian caught her mother’s angry glare.

      The woman seemed not to notice. She touched Vivian’s arm as she said in a loud whisper, “Did Grace tell you about the rose petals?”

      “Grandmother told me nothing about Grace,” Vivian said.

      “Well, my, but we used to steal roses from Mr. and Mrs. Blake’s yard and crush the petals.” She winked. “Yes, we crushed them and folded them into our linens. Our clothes smelled nice, but I don’t suppose it really did much good against the fish!” Her eyes clouded for a moment. “Fish are terribly domineering. Oh, they’re quiet, little things all right, but they have the eyes of a mesmerizer.”

      Vivian smiled. “I knew Grandmother liked fish.”

      “Strange creatures,” the woman sighed. Then, with a little gasp, she seemed to return to the present. “Well, child, we may not have smelled like roses, but some of us had poetic souls. Loretta, for one. Some of her poems appeared in the Waxwood Review.” The clouds returned. “She died of puerile fever, poor thing, not long after Grace left.”

      “What sort of poetic soul did Grace have?” Vivian asked.

      “You ought not to call her that, Viv.” Jake murmured.

      Vivian glared at him, then returned to Bertha. “I can’t imagine Grandmother writing poetry.”

      “Oh, no!” The thought seemed to disturb the woman. “Grace’s soul was too restless for that. Goodness, what would anyone with an adventurous spirit such as hers want with contemplative words?”

      Vivian stared at a velvet pillow lying next to Ruth. Lines as long as cat scratches disturbed its smooth surface. She remembered Grandmother always sat there when people came to call, and, as she chatted pleasantly with the ladies, her nails raked the pillow as if the women’s talk grated on her nerves. Vivian snatched it up and put it face down on her lap.

      “I must see to my grandfather,” Jake murmured as he bowed and left.

      Bertha’s eyes sparkled. “My, but you’re a bright young lady. It isn’t good for a woman whose soul is restless to be so bright. Especially when she’s a belle.”

      “Am I a belle?” Vivian echoed. “I never thought about it before.”

      Bertha smiled. “I knew right away. I was a belle too, though you might not think it to look at me now.” She glanced down at her shabby dress. “But, oh, I was a belle. Not bright and restless like you and Grace, though.”

      “If Grandmother didn’t write poetry,” Vivian prompted, “Where was her restless soul, then?”

      The woman peered at her. “Why, on her drawing, naturally.”

      Vivian’s eyes swept around the room, looking for Jake. He was coveted in a corner, bent over a handkerchief with a piece of chalk. Later, he would present her with a cheerful scene of a  forest or a lily pond smeared in white powder on the black linen.

      She sighed. “I should have realized. She taught my brother to draw.”

      “Fish!”

      The word shot out above the hushed murmur. Vivian was thankful her mother was preoccupied with a burly man at the other end of the room.

      Bertha lowered her voice. “Grace used to call them her little Tiresias. She could draw fish! Every gill, every fin, and those eyes — mercy!”

      Vivian thought of Grandmother silent and attentive at social gatherings where Washington Street blue bloods had shown off their art collections. She would watch Grandmother examine the paintings and sculptures and wonder about the glint in her eye that spoke of both envy and rapture.

      “I wonder why she stopped,” she murmured.

      “Stopped? Oh, dear!” Bertha’s eyes widened.

      “She taught Jake to draw, but she never drew herself,” Vivian continued. “Not that we knew of, anyway.”

      “Perhaps she stopped because Mr. Alderdice didn’t like it,” Ruth piped up.

      Vivian glanced at her. “Mr. Alderdice?”

      “Your grandfather.”

      Vivian remembered Grandfather watching Grandmother in this very same room where her portrait looked upon them with its gracious countenance. He would hold his pipe to his lips without lighting it and observe as she worked on her embroidery or read a book or stared into the fire with her chin in her hand. He would hardly speak a word to her all evening, preferring to chatter with Larissa instead, and yet he would watch Grandmother, as if trying to pry open her mind.

      “Oh, but he liked it, mercy, he did,” Bertha lamented. "He liked her fish."

      Something about the way the woman was looking at Vivian made her feel uneasy. “Grandmother had other duties,” she said. “It would have been odd for her to have taken up drawing. And maybe a little scandalous.”

      “Oh, heavens, Grace wouldn’t have cared about that,” Bertha said. “She didn't care what people thought. At least she didn’t when she went away with him.”

      "Him?"

      “Evan.” She glanced up at Vivian. “To Brandywine. Why, didn’t you know, child?”

      “Mother, you’re talking too much,” Ruth snapped.

      The elderly woman looked down into the sherry glass, still untouched. A seething silence filled the room.

      Grandfather appeared just then, looming like a statue of Zeus. Vivian rose and took his arm. “We’ve been having a lovely chat about Grandmother.” She peered at his perplexed face.

      “Waxwood?” The daze softened his face for a moment.

      “Yes, Grandfather,” she said. “Bertha’s been telling me all about Waxwood.”

      “You remember, Malcolm,” the woman said. “Oh, heavens, you must remember.”

      A thundering countenance glared back at her. “You shall not put Norma on the pyre of love!” he declared. “Get out, Adalgisa, get out!”

      “Grandfather!” Vivian clutched his hand.

      "Norma.” Bertha's eyes rolled. "The opera in the city park that summer, oh, yes, what a treat!"

      “Her pyre is mine!” His finger pointed at the windows. “Our love is holier and everlasting love and shall begin—” He collapsed almost in Vivian’s arms.

      Larissa rushed forward with the two footmen, the burly man trailing behind them. Vivian recognized him as one of the foremen at Alderdice Shipping. “Father.” Her mother took over with a gentle command. “Let us take you upstairs now.”

      He stared at his daughter's face like a bewildered child. “Risa, my darling Risa.” He touched her face. “More Alderdice than I.”

      "Yes, Father."

      Just as the footmen took hold of his arms, Jake pulled his grandfather out of their grasp, his face melted with compassion. Her mother’s eyes were damp, and she said nothing as Jake led Grandfather out of the parlor.

      Mrs. Bilton and a few of the auxiliary ladies herded the last of the mourners out the door, casting compassionate glances at Larissa as they did so. In a few moments, everyone but the Rosses were gone.

      Larissa turned to Bertha. “You see now why I asked you not to come. You’ve disturbed my father terribly.”

      Ruth held tight to her mother's chair. “It was your daughter who invited us to stay, Mrs. Alderdice. Remember?”

      "But I said nothing, nothing!" Bertha screeched. “He was the one who reminded me of Norma!"

      “Have you no respect for our bereavement?” Larissa continued in a rasping voice.

      “Ruth is right, Mother,” Vivian said. “It’s my fault Grandfather’s upset.”

      Larissa shot her a look of silence. “I must ask you to leave. Now.”

      “Oh, no!” Bertha squeaked. “This young woman has been such pleasant company, is it a sin to find pleasant company at such an occasion? It isn’t a sin, is it?” She clawed Vivian’s hand.

      “Whether or not it’s a sin, madam, is hardly the point,” said the burly man. “It ain't proper  for you to stay.”

      “You have no business saying such a thing considering you’re not a part of it!” Vivian snapped.

      “Mr. Flagg is more a part of this family than Mrs. and Miss Ross.” Larissa's tone sharpened like a knife. “He’s known your grandfather since he was a young man.”

      The man bowed in gratitude.

      “And I knew Grace when she was a debutante!” Bertha shrieked.

      Jake returned and whispered to Vivian, “I gave Grandfather his sleeping powders."

      Larissa looked at her squarely. “I don’t believe you ever knew my mother, Mrs.Ross.”

      “Mother!”

      “You’ve been taking advantage of my daughter’s kindness and our misfortune.”

      Bertha dropped the tiny glass. The sherry made a small spot on the carpet.

      “You've no call to say such a thing.” Ruth’s gaze narrowed.

      “How can you be so ungracious?” Vivian’s eyes were damp.

      “On the contrary,” said her mother. “We’ve been most gracious. But upsetting an old man already devastated by his wife’s death is beyond endurance.”

      “I knew Grace. I knew her!” the woman squeaked.

      Vivian put her hand around the small shoulders. “Of course you did, Bertha. You paid your respects just like everyone else.”

      Ruth eyed Larissa. “Why don't you ask your daughter why she was asking so many questions about her grandmother, Mrs. Alderdice?”

      “I didn’t say a word about Evan.” Bertha’s finger pointed in a vague direction. “She asked me, but I didn’t say a word.”

      “We know no Evan,” Larissa said. Bertha let out a cry. “I’m sorry if I’ve alarmed you, but you must understand this is a very trying time for us.” Her tone softened. “Mr. Flagg will see you reach home safely.” The man stepped forward.

      "I’ve said nothing," Bertha whispered. "Nothing."

      “At least we can feed these good women, Mother.” Vivian took Jake’s arm. Her eyes fell on the spilled sherry. It suddenly came to her why Bertha hadn’t touched it. “Drinking makes one dizzy if one hasn’t eaten in a while, doesn’t it?”

      Ruth's cheeks turned scarlet. “We came to offer our condolences. We’ve done so, and now the time has come for us to leave.”

      “We were young women together.” Bertha’s voice was almost a hoarse whisper. “Why, we went to the same parties, saw the same beaus, and once, once, she gave me a present for my birthday. She drew a mermaid.” She met Jake’s eyes with a wild look. “I still have the picture. Mercy, why didn’t I bring it?”

      “Please, Mama,” her daughter begged. “Come, we’ll go home now.”

      Bertha’s strength deflated, and she slumped down, her hands tumbling in her lap as her daughter pushed the rolling chair out of the room. Vivian leapt forward, pulling away from Jake’s attempt to hold her back. She reached the doorway, seeing only an empty hallway. As she came back into the room, she heard her mother say, “She knows nothing. Nothing.”
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      Though the parlor was now empty, Vivian still felt smothered by the velvet drapes and covered mirrors. “Mother,” she ventured, “may I open just one window? Please?”

      “Absolutely not!” Larissa shot her a look.

      “But it’s stifling!”

      “Your improprieties have reached the limit, Vivian.” She glanced at the servants whom Basset had ushered to clear the glasses and dust the room. “I’m going to see to your grandfather.”

      “I’ll go with you.” Jake stepped forward.

      “I would rather go alone.”

      “Jake is as concerned about Grandfather as the rest of us, Mother.” Vivian recalled his grave face earlier.

      “I never said he wasn’t.” Larissa cleared her throat. “I shall be back shortly.”

      Vivian sprang forward, taking her mother’s hand. “Mother, let us talk first, and then we can all go. The three of us.”

      “We’ll talk when I return.” Her mother slipped her hand out of her grasp. “Jacob, you may go to bed.”

      After her mother left, the stifling feeling increased, making Vivian hot and damp in the heavy black dress. She took her brother’s hand and squeezed it. “She oughtn’t to behave so horribly toward us.”

      “You pushed her too far today,” her brother mumbled.

      Vivian looked at him, amused. “Isn’t that what a Dagger Girl does?”

      His lips creased into something like a grim smile. “She hasn’t called you that in ages.”

      “One never lets go of a dagger, dear.”

      He slid into the tête-à-tête. “Do you really think it’s true?”

      “What’s true?”

      “What that woman said?”

      She stared at the cushion. It seemed almost tainted now with visions of her grandmother’s raking fingernails. “We should put this in the attic,” she remarked.

      He repeated, “Do you think that woman really knew Grandmother?”

      She saw Bertha Ross’s dancing eyes and felt the leathery hands shaking as they held the delicate sherry glass. “Of course she did.”

      She could see how frightened he was by the way his hands pressed into his knees.

      Vivian sat down beside him and studied her grandmother’s well-sculpted face. “I admired this painting once.”

      “I remember how glad Grandfather was when they brought it from Great-Grandfather’s house.”

      Vivian glanced at him. “You must have been three or four.”

      The boyish features, so unlike the Alderdice angularity, became boorish. “You don’t think I would remember Grandfather laughing? He laughed, you know. He was so proud, he laughed.”

      “He hardly ever laughs now,” Vivian murmured.

      He looked hard at her. “You don’t admire the portrait anymore?”

      “It reminds me of the marionette show we saw in Lafayette Park last year.” The show had featured a doll named Annabella with rosy cheeks, stunned eyes, and a butterfly mouth who moved to suit her master’s fancy. Grandmother’s vacant, lovely features looked up at her from the painting just like Annabella's.

      “It’s because she isn't smiling,” her brother lamented. “She ought to be smiling.”

      Vivian realized for the first time how the melancholy day had left him unhinged. “Do what Mother says, dear,” she said gently. “Go to bed.”

      His eyes blinked at the portrait. “I wish she were smiling.”

      She stiffened. “Would it make Bertha's words go away if she were?”

      “That woman was confused, Viv.”

      “Under how many layers of confusion is the truth hidden?” she asked.

      “Put it away and don't think any more about it.” He put his arm around her shoulder. “Isn’t that what Mother is always telling us?”

      The eyes in the portrait reminded her of glass, shiny and one-dimensional. “It was her coming out picture. Perhaps that’s why she isn’t smiling.”

      “I thought all debutantes were exuberant at their coming out.”

      “No,” Vivian said in a quiet voice. “Not all.”

      He rose and began to pace, pounding one hand into the other.

      “She probably never really posed for it,” said Vivian. “In fact, I’m certain of it. I remember now. Mother showed me a picture of Grandmother as a debutante. It was the same pink dress and pearls. The same pose.”

      “You make it sound so horrible.”

      “Not horrible,” Vivian said. “Unreal. Something unreal in her face, like a phantom.” She turned to her brother. “I’m beginning to believe grandmother’s life was filled with illusions.”

      “What sort of illusions?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I only feel she buried her Unmentionables well before we buried her. Artless in her very art of angelic repose.”

      They sat in silence on the tête-à-tête together in silence as the servants collected the rest of the sherry glasses.

      Soon Larissa reappeared, looking tranquil and contained. Her face hid the precious grief that had previously softened its contours. As she stared at the portrait, the hard shell of her face cracked, and a little twitch began at the corner of her mouth.

      “Are you all right, Mother?” Vivian held out her hand.

      The strange expression disappeared. Her elongated face showed the elegance and control that always awed the women of Washington Street. “She was always trying to give those pearls away. She thought they didn’t suit her.”

      “They don’t suit her,” Vivian agreed. “Pink hardly becomes a strawberry blond.”

      “Nonsense. Nothing could be lovelier,” her mother insisted.

      “Pale hides pale,” Jake pointed out.

      She gave him a sharp look. “I thought I told you to go to bed.”

      “Please, Mother, don’t be hard on him,” Vivian murmured. “Not now when our mourning is just beginning.”

      Jake rose. “Shall I be like Grandfather and take a sleeping powder?”

      “How dare you speak of your grandfather like that!” Her mother looked horrified. “I told you to go to bed, Jacob.”

      But in one of his rare flashes of obstinacy, he sat back with his hands folded.

      Larissa turned her back on him and gripped Vivian’s arm. “And now for you, young lady. You wanted to talk and we shall talk.”

      “Yes,” Vivian said. “About Waxwood and about Evan.”

      Larissa's blue eyes grew opaque.

      “Evan,” Vivian repeated. “That name disturbed Mrs. Ross very much.”

      “Yes, well, it’s about that woman I want to talk to you.” Larissa motioned her toward one of the overstuffed chairs.

      “I don’t want to sit down!”

      “Vivian.” Her mother's voice dimmed. “Don’t be trying. Not today, not now.”

      Her mother’s shoulders sagged and her face lined deeper than her thirty-seven years. Vivian slid on the couch and took her hand.

      Larissa patted her head. “You’ve always done what I’ve asked, dear. But lately, you’ve been forgetting your position.”

      “My position?”

      “You’re the granddaughter of Malcolm Alderdice,” her mother said in a firm voice. “That means something in San Francisco.”

      “I was the granddaughter of Penelope Alderdice too,” Vivian said. “Doesn’t that mean something?”

      “I don’t quite know what you mean.”

      “A door has opened,” Vivian murmured.

      “One need not walk through every open door.” Larissa gave her a meaningful look.  “Especially if a madwoman holds the key.”

      “Mrs. Ross isn’t mad,” Jake ventured. “Confused, but not mad.”

      His mother gave him a look. She continued in a rasping voice. “Your behavior today was abominable. I trust I needn’t remind you how necessary it is to conduct oneself honorably during times like these.”

      “No, Mother,” Vivian breathed. “You needn’t remind me.”

      Her mother’s tone became sorrowful. “I realize this is all very troubling.”

      Vivian said with a grimace. “Troubling is hardly the word.”

      “Don’t be ironic!”

      Vivian eyed her. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “You deliberately disobeyed me and invited Mrs. Ross and her daughter. That woman’s mad declarations put your grandfather in a terrible state.”

      "Even in oblivion, one may understand the secrets of a dead soul," Jake murmured.

      Larissa's voice rose. “Don’t you start!”

      “You insist Bertha Ross is mad but, as Jake said, she isn’t. And you know it, don’t you, Mother?” Her mother was silent. “Don’t you?”

      Larissa removed the veil thrown back over her head. “I don’t say she didn’t know your grandmother for certain.”

      “You no longer deny it?”

      “She might have.”

      “Because Grandmother lived in Waxwood?”

      “She did not live in Waxwood,” her mother said archly. “She went there for a visit one summer.”

      “When?”

      “Vivian, you’re being too inquisitive.” Larissa brushed her hand against her forehead.

      “If it was only a visit, why were you so frightened when you saw Bertha in the chapel?” Vivian leaned forward. “And why was Grandfather so distraught when he saw her?”

      “I was irritated,” her mother insisted. “And your grandfather was distraught because his wife has just died.”

      "He's been terribly distressed since he found Grandmother," Jake ventured.

      Vivian said, “He’s been lost, not distressed.”

      “He's not been himself—” Jake lamented.

      “He's in a daze!” Vivian insisted. “His mind is slowly dissipating.”

      Her mother bit her lip. “Must
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